Detection of incipient tumours by screening of circulating plasma DNA: hype or hope?
Background: The last half-decade has been marked by a rapid expansion of research efforts in the field of so-called liquid biopsies, thereby investigating the potential of blood-derived cell-free tumour DNA (ctDNA) markers for application in clinical oncological management. The analysis of cfDNA appears to be particularly attractive for therapy monitoring purposes, while in terms of early cancer diagnosis and screening the potentials are just starting to be explored. Challenges, both of biological and technical nature, need to be addressed. One such challenge is to overcome the low levels of ctDNA in the circulation, intrinsic to many early-stage cancers. Methods: Here, we give an overview of the features of ctDNA and the approaches that are currently being applied with the ultimate aim to detect tumours in a presymptomatic stage. Conclusion: Although many studies report encouraging results, further technical development and larger studies are warranted before application of ctDNA analysis may find its place in clinic.